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Prologue
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The rain didn’t fall—it poured, drenching the earth like the sky itself was mourning him.

Lena stood at the edge of the gravesite, her fingers clenched around the soaked fabric of her coat. It wasn’t the cold that made her tremble. It was the silence that came after a scream. The kind of silence that feels like it echoes forever inside your chest, bouncing off bones that will never be the same.

She hadn't cried. Not once.

Not when the police knocked on their door.

Not when her mother collapsed on the floor.

Not even now, as the casket was lowered into the muddy ground, and strangers tossed down flowers like that could somehow soften death.

She wanted to cry. She wanted to scream and break and fall apart. But something inside her had locked tight, as if letting one tear fall would break open a dam she wouldn’t be able to survive.

They said it was an animal attack.

A wild one, rare and out of control, they’d claimed. But Lena had seen the body. She’d seen what they’d tried to hide. The torn flesh. The fear still frozen in his face. Her father hadn’t died in some senseless accident.

He had been hunted.

And whatever did it hadn’t come from the forest. It came with purpose. With power. With darkness thick enough to still cling to her skin.

Her mother stood beside her, motionless, her makeup smudged and running. A priest murmured something about ashes and dust, about peace and eternity, but the words were paper-thin. Nothing could reach Lena through the wall of fury and confusion building in her chest.

There had been no signs. No warnings. Her father was strong. He never wandered far from the property at night. He was cautious. Protective. He was the one who watched the shadows so they wouldn’t have to.

And something in the dark had taken him anyway.

From the tree line, something watched.

Lena didn’t see it. Couldn’t. But she felt it. A whisper of wrongness brushing the back of her neck. A chill that wasn’t from the storm.

The moment her gaze shifted toward the woods, the wind picked up like a growl, and the priest’s words faltered.

She blinked and shook it off. Just grief. Just paranoia. That’s what they’d say if she told anyone.

But something inside her—something primal and quiet—knew the truth.

This wasn’t over.
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Chapter One
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Three days had passed since the funeral, but the storm hadn’t broken.

Lena stood at the window of her childhood home, forehead pressed to the cool glass, watching the rain bleed down the pane in slow, uneven streaks. The world beyond the glass was a blur—gray sky, wind-lashed trees, the muddy stretch of woods that had swallowed her father whole.

She hadn’t slept. Not really. She’d closed her eyes. Laid in her bed with the blankets pulled up like armor. But her mind wouldn’t rest. It looped images over and over—her father’s boots by the back door, still muddy from his last walk; the sound of the phone ringing that night; the numb silence that followed when the sheriff gave her the words she already knew were coming.

“Animal attack.”

But Lena had seen the body. She knew better.

And the worst part? There was no one left to tell.

Her mom had passed nearly two years ago. Cancer. The slow, cruel kind that steals everything piece by piece until the person you love is just... gone. Her dad had been the one to keep them together after that, to keep the light on in a house slowly dimming from grief.

Now he was gone too.

The house felt like a grave. Each room a tomb to a memory she couldn’t face. And the silence was different now—heavier, like the house was holding its breath.

She ran her fingers through her hair, then crossed the room and grabbed her coat off the back of the chair. She needed air. Movement. Anything to shake the feeling crawling beneath her skin.

She pulled on her boots and stepped outside.

The rain had softened to a mist, but the chill bit through her hoodie as she walked toward the edge of the woods. The trees loomed like sentinels, their branches heavy and slick with water, the ground beneath her squelching with each step.

She didn’t know what she was doing out here. Only that something in her wouldn’t let her stay inside. She kept hearing his voice—her dad’s—low and patient, warning her never to wander the woods alone at night.

And here she was.

Drawn like a moth to the last place he ever stood.

The clearing came into view slowly, like a wound opening in the earth. There was no sign of the violence that had taken place here. The grass had begun to grow back. The blood had been washed away. But Lena could feel it. The emptiness. The wrongness. Like the earth remembered even when people tried to forget.

She closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of wet bark and moss, trying to steady the ache in her chest.

And then... the air shifted.

A ripple, almost like a sound—too low to be heard but deep enough to be felt. The hairs on her arms rose. Something was near. Watching.

She turned, heart thudding. At first, she saw nothing.

Then the shadow stepped forward.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Familiar in a way that made her chest twist.

Kai.

Her mother’s stepson. The boy who used to sneak her candy at midnight when their parents weren’t looking. The one who stopped coming around after her mother died. The one who vanished from her life like everyone else who mattered.

She hadn’t seen him in over a year.

Not since the day he showed up late to her mother’s memorial, eyes hollow, face bruised, and left without saying goodbye.

Now he was here—suddenly, like a ghost summoned by grief.

He looked older. Wilder. Dark hair damp and tousled, jaw sharp with stubble, hoodie clinging to him from the rain. His eyes locked on hers, and something inside her stilled.

Not comfort. Not relief.

Something closer to confusion. Wariness. Heat.

“Kai?” she said, voice rough from disuse. “What are you doing here?”

He didn’t answer at first. Just stepped closer, gaze sweeping the clearing like he already knew exactly what had happened here.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he said, voice low and unreadable.
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